Settlement schemes and population absorption by Chambers, Robert
Settlement . Schemes and Population Absorption 
by 
Robert Chambers 
for 
African Regional Population Conference 
A, C C R A 
9th - 18th December, 1971. 
One of the most prominent characteristics of the land 
settlement schemes which have been launched in tropical 
Africa over the past twenty five years has been the diversity 
of their objectives„ Some, such as refugee resettlements, 
or the resettlement of the populations displaced by the 
Kariba, Volts., Kainji and ICossou dams, have been forced upon 
governments and have had as an initial objective 
re-establishing a displaced population in a permanent 
relationship with agricultural land. But both these projects 
and those which have been undertaken with other purposes have 
been sensitive to and vehicles for the concerns and ideologies 
dominant at the time, and have even changed their objectives 
in the course of their lives. Not surprisingly, in the latter 
1940s and early 1950s settlement schemes were seen as a means 
of relieving population pressure. At that time colonial 
agriculturalists were still pessimistic about the fertility 
of tropical soils and alarmed at soil erosion. Schemes such 
•as those at Shendam in Nigeria (Hunt, 1951), in Kigezi 
District in Uganda (Purseglove, 1951), and in Machakos District 
in Kenya (Kenya Government, 1962: 16 ff) dating from this 
period were designed to tackle erosion and over-population 
by bringing unoccupied land into cultivation. Where African 
over-population was perceived as a political threat to 
European settlement, this objective persisted into the mid-
19503, as with the Sabi Irrigation Projects in Rhodesia 
(Roder, 1965: 196-199) and the Mwea-Tebere Irrigation Scheme 
in Kenya (Chambers, 1969: 58, 68), the former as a means for. 
resettlement of Africans displaced.by the Land Apportionment 
Act, and the latter partly as a means of settling a growing 
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simpler, more spontaneous forms of settlement are to be preferred* 
They are less committing to governments, and they more readily 
mobilise the labour of the settlers„ They cost less and lead 
generally to-greater production in relation to government 
investment. Where the aim is to assist the transfer of 
population, it is better to approach with an open mind, asking 
what constraints and opportunities there are, and to apply an 
eclectic solution fitting the particular situation, than to 
introduce a preconceived form of organisation. Spontaneous 
settlement can be assisted according to the circumstances by 
providing water supplies', eradicating tsetse, building roads 
and providing anti-malarial drugs. Fully developed amenities 
such as schools and social centres may be lower priorities for 
settlers than a physical and economic base. Advantages of 
i ^  
such low profile approach to settlement are that it does not 
lead to a recurrent or managerial commitment and it leaves the 
settler free to make most of the decisions which affect his 
life, but at the same time it does encourage population 
redistribution. There is probably far greater scope for 
relieving population pressure in the more densely populated 
areas of tropical Africa through selective supporting inputs 
of this sort than through formally organised settlement. A 
partial exception may be where there are sections of the 
population who are living at or below subsistence. In such 
cases there may be an argument for introducing a selection 
mechanism to identify those who are most disadvantaged and. 
to increase the population transfer effect, those with larger 
families; but if this is done care has to be exercised to 
avoid escalating commitments which will reduce the numbers of 
families transferred and settled because of the higher costs 
per family. (For this argument, as applied to Burundi, see 
Report.o. 1971: vii - viii). Effective low cost settlement, 
whether' described as assisted spontaneous settlement or 
organised settlement, requires imagination and self-restraint 
on the part of officials if it is to avoid over-elaboration. 
The greatest danger with land settlement as a proposal 
for- alleviating overpopulation, now just as in the late 1940s, 
is that it will divert attention from more appropriate and more 
powerful measures, and divert national resources into programmes 
which are less beneficial than their alternatives. To take 
the example of the proposed irrigation in the Lower Tana in 
Kenya, a very crude calculation1suggests that for a capital 
cost of equivalent to three years development expenditure for 
the whole country at current estimates it might provide 
employment for a population equivalent to only one year's 
increase at current rates, besides involving the risk of 
dragging down'the economy of Kenya as a whole. Moreover, such 
large schemes may distract attention from the more crucial issues 
of family planning and national economic development generally, 
providing through a temporising palliative an excuse for not 
facing the basic issue of control of fertility. There is now 
less land available for organised settlement than there was in 
the 1940s. There is also considerably more knowledge about 
the dangers and difficulties of settlement schemes. Moreover, 
With the exception of Gezira and the Office du Niger, the 
population absorption of settlement schemes i n tropical Africa 
has been slight compared with national increases. Organised 
settlement should not be ruled out, and each case should be 
judged carefully on its merits; but it will be much less through 
the more dramatic and visible teans of settlement schemes than 
through less spectacular and in some ways much more challenging 
programmes of development, including family planning, that the 
long-term solutions must lie. 
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